










Despite the great diversity in size, duration and goals, social movements can be defined as “collective challenges, based on common purposes and social solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities” (Tarrow 2006, p 4). The expression designates relatively spontaneous forms of collective action to defend or promote a shared cause usually acting outside the conventional institutional politics. Thus, the different sociological definitions of social movements identify four main distinctive features: the collective character of the political action, a purpose or an issue whose importance and need for support are recognised and shared by those involved in the action; an opponent against which the action is directed and the claim is made; and the contentious interaction with political institutions.
Social scientists have only recently drawn their attention to social movements. Studies of the emergence and dynamics of social movements emerged during the 1960s, also influenced by the important protest waves that characterised the decade in Western countries and as a result of an increased politicisation and direct involvement of academia. Until then, social movements were regarded in a negative light by social scientists. 
The expression, first coined by reformists and socialists in the nineteenth-century, was mainly associated with the working class and labour movements: at the turn of the century, these were seen as irrational and dangerous phenomena mainly studied from the perspective of a ‘psychology of crowds’. Structural-functionalist theories in the post-war period were not less suspicious of those expressions of collective behaviour and focused on the link between social movements and ‘anomie’ and on mass movements calling for authoritarian leaderships. Another set of theories developed a social-psychological explanation for mobilisations underlining the role of ‘relative deprivation’ and the mechanism of frustration-aggression.
With the 1960s-1970s, the view radically shifted and new theories developed emphasising different aspects of social movements. Olson’s (1965) economic theory of collective action interpreting social movements as rational and utility-maximising actors, completely opposed the previous predominant approach focused on irrational behaviour and frustration. His theory strongly inspired new perspectives, such as the resource mobilisation school. The latter highlights group solidarity and networks as social-structural conditions for mobilisation. Resource mobilisation theories were criticised for not taking into account the influence of the external context and political environment on strategies, organisation and opportunities of social movements. Those criticisms led to the emergence of a new strand of thought around the concept of ‘political opportunity structures’, developed by, among others, Charles Tilly (1978). Differently from the resource mobilisation approach, these theorists analyse the variations of the political context and their impact on social movements, the way they organise, their size, kind and ‘repertoire of contention’ (protest tools and action used by social movements). This approach has the advantage of allowing comparative studies, to connect the study of protest movements to other aspects of conventional political activity and characteristics and functioning of political systems.
Some authors, such as Melucci (1989) and Touraine (1985), affirmed that new forms of mobilisation appeared since the 1970s with features that fundamentally differentiate them from those of the previous decades. According to them, new social movements (NSM) are characterised by a concern with individual identities and quality of daily life rather than collective identities and wealth and power inequalities, and by a struggle for symbolic resources (recognition, autonomy, identity). Some examples are environmentalism, women movements, minorities struggles, gay rights movements. Despite the relevant observation of changes occurring in post-industrial societies, many social scientists have highlighted the limits of such an approach and questioned the degree of ‘newness’ of NSMs.
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